

[image: image]




[image: ]





DEDICATION

To everyone who needs the encouragement

to fight for what your heart most desperately wants,

this book is for you.





CHAPTER 1

Alexa Harmon tore out of her car and ran into the house, her high heels clicking against the concrete of the three-car garage and then the travertine tiles of the hallway and kitchen. She was late getting home from work, and that meant she was going to be hard-pressed to get dinner on the table on time.

She beelined for the bedroom, already working at the buttons on her silk blouse. Despite being under the gun, she took the time to hang up her work clothes and put everything away in the walk-in closet that was nearly as big as her childhood bedroom had been.

Grant didn’t like mess or clutter. Everything had to be in its place. Always.

Slipping into a pretty blue blouse, jeans, and her ballet flats, Alexa’s gaze cut to the alarm clock on her nightstand. She had twenty-five minutes. Twenty-five minutes to make sure her lateness didn’t ruin their whole evening.

Damnit, Alexa. You should’ve kept your eyes on the time better.

It was true. She’d just been elbows deep in materials arriving for the model home in Grant’s newest development. This was the first time he was letting her take the lead on the interior design of a model, rather than hiring their usual outside contractor, and she wanted it to be good. Oh, who was she kidding? She wanted it to be perfect.

More than that, she wanted to be good. Good enough. No, she wanted to be perfect. For Grant.

Grant really liked perfection.

Alexa got it. Her fiancé Grant’s perfectionist tendencies went a long way toward explaining how he’d built Grant Slater Enterprises, the biggest real estate development and management company in Western Maryland. Though he’d come into some kind of a trust fund when he was younger, he’d built most of his success with his own hard work and smart investments. Now, Frederick was almost a company town, at least where real estate was concerned. There were more developments in the area with the words Grant or Slater in their names than she could count. Their own neighborhood was a prime example—Slater Estates.

Running back out to the kitchen, a low pleading Meow caught Alexa’s attention.

“Come on, Lucy. Come with Mama,” Alexa called, heading straight for the cat’s bowl. She poured dry food into the dish, spilling a little in her haste. The hairless sphynx brushed against her leg in a show of affection. Alexa gave Lucy’s sweater-covered blue-gray body a quick pet as she scooped up stray morsels of food with her other hand.

The clock on the microwave told her she had twenty-two minutes now.

She grabbed the package of two filet mignons from the fridge, along with a bag of fresh asparagus. Moving as fast as she could, she found the grill pan for the meat and the sauté pan for the asparagus, and got that much going. The baked potatoes she’d planned weren’t going to be possible with this little time, and trying to boil water for corn on the cob would be pushing it. Her stomach knotted as her pulse raced. She buttered thick slices of Italian bread and seasoned them with garlic, then slid them into the warming oven to brown.

As soon as she turned the filets, she was back in the fridge. When her gaze settled on the container of chickpea salad from the weekend, relief flooded through her. She’d forgotten they had that. Finally, she threw together a green salad with chunky fresh vegetables.

Keeping a close eye on the time, she set the dining room table—Grant always preferred to eat in the formal dining room. She made sure to align the flatware just so, just as he liked. And then she was pouring the wine and plating the food with two minutes to spare.

Alexa might’ve fist-pumped if she wasn’t so anxious about almost having been late. Her stomach was in so many knots she wasn’t even sure she’d be able to eat. Though it was her own damn fault.

Six o’clock came and went. Six-oh-five. Six-ten. Sitting alone at the dining room table, Alexa frowned. Finally, her phone buzzed an incoming text message from Grant.

I’ve got a dinner meeting tonight. Don’t wait up.

Alexa stared at the screen for a long moment, then found herself blinking away threatening angry tears. She stuffed down all the things she wanted to say—and all the things she felt—and replied simply, Okay xo.

Look on the bright side, she thought. Okay. On the bright side, she’d now have time she hadn’t expected to work on her final project for her senior seminar.

Still . . .

She let herself fume and wallow for several more minutes, and then she shook her head. “Stop it, Al,” she said out loud. God, she really was overemotional lately, wasn’t she? Just like Grant said she was.

Between her job, designing the model home, her class project, her recent move into Grant’s house, and their upcoming wedding, there was just so much going on. She felt like she should be juggling it all with more grace and enthusiasm. Instead, what she really felt scared her. Scared her bad.

Dread. Skin-crawling, stomach-dropping, run-while-you-can dread.

It was ridiculous.

Alexa was on the cusp of having everything she’d ever dreamed about. A beautiful home she could be proud of, a secure job that she loved, a man who wanted to be with her every moment he wasn’t working, and more money than she’d ever be able to spend. She wasn’t greedy; that wasn’t where her interest in money and a nice house came from. Instead, it came from the way she’d grown up. Her father leaving her and her brother with nothing but a seriously ill mother, how little she’d had as a kid, how terrible the conditions in the trailer she’d grown up in had been—against all of that, it was simply amazing to think about how much she had now.

And hard to believe. A lot of the time, she was sure she didn’t deserve it. And a part of her couldn’t quite accept that it would last. Grant was Armani suits and Ivy-League education and million-dollar bank accounts, while Alexa was mall clearance racks and part-time evening classes and life lived paycheck to paycheck. At least, that had been her before they’d gotten serious. She didn’t need Grant to tell her how lucky she was that he’d wanted her, although he did sometimes tell her just that.

Mostly, she was grateful beyond imagination. Grateful to be safe and secure. Grateful not to be ashamed and embarrassed of where she lived. Grateful to be able to afford to take care of her mom, who suffered from an array of mental health problems and needed all the help Alexa could give her, which had been more and more since her older brother, Tyler, died five years before. Alexa was grateful to Grant for making so much possible that she never would’ve been able to accomplish on her own.

Which made the dread seriously ridiculous.

It was just wedding jitters. Totally normal.

Sighing, she surveyed the beautiful dinner she’d managed to throw together. Given how scarce food had been when she was younger, Alexa absolutely hated to waste anything. Problem was, her appetite had been all over the place lately. Either she couldn’t stomach the thought of eating or she was binge-eating a bag of potato chips while Grant was at work.

Knock, knock.

The quick raps on the front door pulled Alexa from her thoughts. She crossed the dining room to the wide oval foyer framed by a grand curving staircase. A glittering chandelier hung from the ceiling, casting colorful prisms here and there from where it caught the late-day sun through the large picture window above the door. Out on the front porch, Alexa found a stack of packages. She gave a wave to the UPS driver as he pulled out of the end of their driveway.

With just over two weeks until the wedding, presents from the registry had been pouring in every day. Grant had so many friends, colleagues, and contacts that she’d never met, Alexa didn’t know who most of the gifts were from.

She carried in two smaller ones, then two medium ones, and then found herself struggling to move the large square box on the bottom. It was too deep to get her arms around and not easily pushed. What the heck could it be? She crouched behind it to try to gain leverage, and was just about to give up when a strong breeze blew her hair across her face, and she heard a soft click.

Her gaze cut to the front door.

“Oh, shit,” she said. Knowing what she was going to find, she tried the knob anyway. Locked.

She was locked out, and Grant was away until who knew what time. She couldn’t easily go anywhere because her purse, car keys, and phone were all inside. And she didn’t know her neighbors yet because she’d just moved in.

“Shit, shit, shit.”

So much for getting work done tonight.

She sat heavily on the stupid box and dropped her head into her hands. And burst into tears.

Not because of being locked out. But because being . . . trapped with no easy way out of the situation? Suddenly, that felt like a crazy accurate metaphor for her life.

If she was being honest with herself.

Which she really, really didn’t want to be.

“Stop it, Al,” she said in a rasping voice. “You’re not trapped. Stop thinking that.” Except, just then, she leaned her left cheek too heavily against her hand. She sucked in a breath at the smarting of the healing bruise there.

The one from the fight she and Grant had last week. The fight that had started with Alexa leaving a big mess in the foyer from where she’d been unboxing another delivery of packages and had escalated into a huge argument, culminating in Grant saying Alexa was just like her mother—something Grant knew cut her deep on so many levels. The fight had ended when Alexa told him he was being mean and he’d kicked a box at her. When she’d tried to duck out of the way, she tripped over another box on the floor and fell, hitting her head against the leg of a console table in the foyer, giving her some nasty bruises.

Alexa had been totally and absolutely stunned, especially when Grant hadn’t helped her. Instead, a bitter, humorless laugh had spilled out of him and he’d said, “Way to prove my point, Alexa. I don’t know why I put up with your shit. If you can’t show me and my house a little respect, you can leave,” he’d said, and then he’d stormed out.

His house? Granted, she’d only moved in a few weeks before, but she’d moved in for keeps.

Shocked, she’d lain there for long minutes, completely confused and overwhelmed by the pain and his cruel words. So she’d done what he said. She’d fled. To her past. To Maverick Rylan, her dead brother’s best friend, and the man who’d once been her closest friend and lover. It had been pure instinct to seek him out at the clubhouse of the Raven Riders Motorcycle Club. Despite everything that’d happened between them, no part of her had doubted that he’d help.

And he had. Or, at least, he’d tried.

But Maverick represented a past she’d left behind for a whole lot of very good, logical, and well-thought-out reasons. So she hadn’t stayed. And she hadn’t answered his questions.

By the time she’d finally returned home, all she could see were the million mistakes she’d made—making that mess, overreacting, going to Maverick and opening that door to the past that she’d kept closed tight for so long. For years. She’d been prepared to plead for Grant’s forgiveness, sure he was going to be done with her once and for all. But he’d surprised her. Because Grant had apologized so profusely he’d gotten down on his knees, his head buried in her lap.

Never before in the nearly five years they’d been together had Grant ever hurt her. At least, not physically. He could be short with her and more controlling when he was stressed, and occasionally his criticism bordered on the mean side. But the truth was Alexa could be messy, which was why she’d tripped, and she could be disorganized and she could be forgetful, all things that drove him crazy. At the same time, Grant could also be generous and sweet and he’d done so much for her and her mother, things Alexa wouldn’t have been able to do on her own. Their lives were better because of Grant Slater.

The night of their fight, things had just gotten out of hand, for both of them. And it was behind them now, so there was no point in dwelling—

“Alexa?” came a deep voice.

Prickles ran up her spine as she pulled herself from the bad memories and lifted her head—and found herself staring at her past, into the dark blue eyes of Maverick Rylan.

Alexa jumped up off the box, her heart suddenly in her throat. She swiped at the wetness on her face half sure she was imagining this man. This man she’d done her best to avoid—for years—until last week.

With his longish sandy-blond hair and his square jaw and his ruthlessly masculine features and his Raven Riders cutoff jacket hanging on those broad shoulders, Maverick was the sexiest man she’d ever known. Had been when they were together five years before, still was even now. No, he was hotter now. More muscular. More rugged somehow. More self-possessed. Utterly desirable.

“You okay?” he asked, stunningly dark blue eyes looking deep into hers.

Snap out of it, Al! Right. Because clearly she wasn’t hallucinating. And that . . . that was a problem.

Releasing a shaky breath, Alexa met his gaze head-on. She had to know. “Maverick, what in the world are you doing here?”





CHAPTER 2

Alexa glanced up and down the quiet street with its manicured lawns and huge colonials and didn’t see any cars that didn’t belong—or any motorcycles. “Where did you even come from?”

Maverick’s gaze narrowed on her face. “You’re crying,” he said, like that explained anything.

“No, I’m not,” she said, brazening it out despite the wetness clinging to her eyelashes. “Seriously, why are you here?” She stopped short of saying he shouldn’t be there, because she suspected that would make him dig in his heels and want to stay. Even though he really shouldn’t be there. Grant wouldn’t like it. Oh, God, why had she gone to Mav for help?

Maverick’s head tilted the smallest amount, like he was assessing her, or challenging her. “You know why I’m here, Al.”

Al. No one in her life called her by that nickname anymore. Tyler had almost always called her Al, which was where Maverick had picked it up. Of course, very few people from her before Grant life were still around either. Somehow, her relationship with Grant and the work they did together had taken over everything until she’d all but lost touch with her friends.

“No, I don’t.” She shook her head not just in answer, but against the old longing she felt for Maverick. In high school, Tyler and Maverick had been thick as thieves, which meant despite their four-year age difference, Alexa had known Maverick long enough to have crushed on him forever, pretty much. It seemed like some part of her had always yearned for him—and always would.

But that didn’t mean there hadn’t been problems, too. For a woman who’d grown up wanting nothing more than stability and respectability, a guy who built his life around a motorcycle club engaged in at least some questionable activities didn’t seem most likely to offer that. And then Tyler had become a prospective member of the Raven Riders, following Maverick as he always did—until her brother had wiped out on a rainy mountain road one night and died on the way to the hospital. Mixed in with her soul-deep grief over his loss was a red-hot rage that his recklessness had made him leave her when she needed him so much. When their mother needed him.

Tyler’s death had thrown a stark clarity on all the reasons that being with Maverick was problematic. She couldn’t be with someone who lived such a dangerous life and couldn’t offer her the security her mother required. Because Alexa was the only one left to take care of her. And it wasn’t like Mav had ever talked about settling down, despite being together for three years. They’d just been having fun, hanging out. But mired in her grief and fear, she’d needed more than that. So she’d broken up with him. Just went cold turkey. Not that Maverick accepted that.

He’d pursued her. Hard. Dropping by her house, coming to her work, calling, texting. Trying to convince her to change her mind. Until he’d found her at Tyler’s grave on what would’ve been his twenty-eighth birthday, and they’d had it out.

“Why are you doing this, Alexa? Why are you pushing me away?” Maverick asked, the two of them standing on either side of Tyler’s burial plot as if it were a wall between them.

Alexa drew on everything she had to hold back her tears. “My mother is a wreck, and taking care of her is all on me. I have to focus on her now, and I have to do what’s best for her. She needs stability, and I need to figure out how to give it to her, and I . . .” She peered up at him. “I need it, too, Maverick.”

He grasped her hand. “So I’ll help.”

“But for how long?” she blurted. He frowned like he was trying to make sense of her question. And then her fears poured out of her. “How long until you wreck? Or some club business goes bad and you get hurt? Or you don’t want me because—”

“Don’t want you? Where the hell did that come from?” he asked, anger flashing in his eyes.

Grief was like a lead blanket wrapped around her shoulders, heavy and suffocating. And it hadn’t escaped her notice that he hadn’t addressed her fears about staying safe. Because he couldn’t. “Maverick, losing Tyler was the last thing I ever imagined happening. I can’t handle anything else. I need certainty right now, permanence, security.” Forever. She needed forever. Once, she’d hoped Maverick would want it, too. With her, someday. But now what he did and who he was scared her. Especially standing there at Tyler’s grave.

“And you don’t think I can give that to you?” he asked, anger sharpening the angles of his ruggedly handsome face.

“Can you?” she whispered.

The silence that had followed had been her answer.

So Alexa had made her choices long ago.

“Yes, you do. You know exactly why I’m here.” Maverick stalked toward her, his big body bearing down on hers in a way that set her heart to racing. With a gentleness that seemed impossible, given his size and all his rough edges, he grasped her chin and turned her face so that the side that had been bruised was toward him. “You came to me.” He nailed her with a stare.

Hugging herself, she pulled her chin free from the heat of his fingers. “I’m sorry I bothered you last week. I shouldn’t have gone to the clubhouse.” She’d just been so shocked by the fight with Grant and his words and his storming out that she hadn’t known what else to do. Going to her mother’s would’ve just made things worse, and she felt too out of touch with all of her old friends to go to any of them. Not to mention too embarrassed.

She’d felt so alone.

She still wasn’t sure why she’d driven out to the Raven Riders’ compound on the edge of Frederick. Once there, she’d worried she’d unnecessarily complicated her life a whole lot by mixing the past with her present and future. The longer she’d stayed at the clubhouse, the more certain she’d been that Grant really was done with her. Scared that she’d ruined everything, she’d left without explaining what’d happened to her, but not before Maverick had seen her face.

Now, him standing on the front porch of the house she shared with Grant? That was all kinds of complicated.

“If you think coming to me was a bother, maybe you never knew me at all,” he said, the muscle in his jaw clenching. He stepped away, his gaze fierce.

His words set off a pang in her chest. She did know him. His protectiveness, his possessiveness, his goodness—despite his club not being totally aboveboard. Although, from what she understood, their less-than-legal activities funded the Ravens’ quiet mission to defend those who couldn’t defend themselves . . .

Wait. Was that why she’d gone out there?

The question was like a sucker punch to the gut. Alexa wasn’t someone who couldn’t defend herself. She wasn’t in an abusive relationship like the women the Ravens helped. It had only been that one time and Grant had apologized over and over again. And she’d been the one who tripped, after all.

“Maybe I . . . maybe I didn’t,” she said, her voice not much more than a whisper as the thoughts settled uncomfortably deep inside her.

“Fine. Have it your way,” he said, his voice like gravel. Just when she thought he would leave, he stepped up to her front door and pulled something from his back pocket.

“What are you doing?” she asked, moving to his side.

“Letting you back into your house.” He worked a silver tool that looked like a pocketknife at the door handle.

“Are you picking my lock?” She watched in fascination as he quickly manipulated the tools and turned the knob, opening her front door.

“I’m letting you back into your house.” He flipped the little tool set closed and slipped it into his pocket.

“You carry lock picks on you?” she asked. Her night had gone from stressful to surreal.

“Yes. You’re welcome.” His right eyebrow arched, just the littlest bit. And it was so damn sexy. Her blood heated, her nipples hardened, her pulse raced. She and Maverick had always been good at fighting. And even better at making up afterward. Her body clearly remembered . . . and hungered.

She blinked as he pushed open the door. “Um. Okay. Thank you.”

He stepped away from the opening, and Alexa slipped into the spot where he’d stood, the word Good-bye on the tip of her tongue.

But he still didn’t leave. He heaved the box off the porch and turned to her, the muscles of his biceps and in his neck popping out.

“You don’t have to do that,” she said, even as she backed into the house to get out of his way. As he passed her, she noticed a band of black fabric tied around one of his arms. She nearly gasped as memories again sucked her five years into the past. To Tyler’s funeral. He’d been a prospective member of the Ravens, and they’d honored him by wearing strips of some of his cut-up T-shirts around their arms. Who’d died now?

Mav lugged the box inside. “Where do you want it?” he asked, pulling her from the memories.

“Maverick—”

“This thing is really fucking heavy, Al.” He stared at her expectantly.

“Right around the corner in that room,” she said. Her office had become the holding area for all the wedding gifts as they came in. Which suddenly made her uncomfortable about having sent Maverick in there. She followed him in and watched him settle the unwieldy box next to the long credenza filled with unwrapped gifts. China and picture frames and vases and luxurious linens, to name a few. “Thank you.”

His gaze surveyed the wedding gifts, but he didn’t make a comment, and she couldn’t read his expression. At least, not until he looked at the project boards hanging over her desk, one filled with plans for the model home job and another filled with her work on a design project for her senior capstone. Then his expression became interested. “That for school or a job you’re doing?” he asked, eyes still on her work.

“Both.” What did he see when he looked at her design ideas? Maverick had always had an eye for design and an appreciation for aesthetics—it was one of the things that made him such a talented and sought-after custom bike builder.

He nodded. “Pretty cool,” he said in a quiet voice. Before she’d started her interior design program, he’d been a big supporter of her going to school and pursuing her dreams. Now she was only her current course and one internship away from finishing after all these years of working full-time and pursuing her degree and accreditation part-time.

The sincerity of his words and in his expression did funny things to her chest. “Yeah?”

His gaze cut to her. “Yeah.”

They stood looking at one another a long moment until Alexa’s heart was thundering against her breastbone with an unnamed need. She shoved the desire back. She’d made her choice for a man and a life—and it hadn’t been with Maverick. But being in his presence messed with her head . . . and her body. Clearly. Which was why she’d stayed away . . .

God. I should’ve stayed away.

“Your arm,” she said, staring at that black band and trying to distract herself from the way he made her feel. Still.

Maverick frowned, and for just a second his true feelings reached the surface of his eyes. Grief. Anguish. Rage. “A friend,” he said.

“I’m sorry.” When he didn’t say anything more, Alexa hugged herself. Despite their long estrangement, she hated seeing him in pain, but it wasn’t like she could comfort him either. Finally, something occurred to her. “Hey, how did you know I was locked out? And that I couldn’t move the box?” Voicing the question gave rise to goose bumps on her arms.

He just looked at her, that little eyebrow arch making itself known again.

“No, Maverick.” She shook her head as realization set in. “Oh my God. You can’t do that. You can’t be . . . hanging around and watching out for me.”

“Someone has to—”

“Grant. Grant watches out for me,” she said, the words falling uncomfortably from her tongue.

“Is that what he was doing when that happened?” He nodded toward her, his gaze locked on her face, and she knew he was talking about the bruise on her cheek. What wasn’t faded was fairly well covered with makeup, but they both knew it was there.

“Maverick—”

“Look, I don’t want to fight,” he said, closing the distance between them.

He stood so close she had to tilt her head back to keep eye contact. So close that all she’d have to do was reach out her hand and he’d be hers again. The thought came entirely out of left field and nearly made her dizzy. She hadn’t thought of Maverick that way in years.

What was wrong with her? She was over him. Had been for a long time. For a lifetime.

Shaking her head, she managed, “Good. Me, neither.” But that didn’t mean she wouldn’t find a way to get him to stop watching out for her. If Grant found out, he’d know she’d gone to Maverick or suspect she was still seeing Maverick, and neither would be good for her. Or Maverick.

The universe of strings Grant could pull—or have pulled—was bigger and scarier than she liked to think about. She didn’t know many specifics because he shielded her from them, but she’d heard rumors and rumblings. Payoffs. Threats. Intimidation. Though maybe none of that was true. Maybe such things were rumors spread by competitors trying to take Grant down a notch, just like he said when she once asked about the things she’d heard.

Looking down at the space between them, Maverick planted his hands on his hips. “Damnit Alexa, you deserve better—”

She gave in to the dangerous urge to touch him and laid a hand on his chest. She wasn’t sure what else he’d planned to say, but suddenly she couldn’t bear for him to finish that sentence. With a quick shake of her head, she said, “Don’t, Maverick. Okay? If you say anymore, we’ll just end up fighting.”

Maverick huffed, his gaze absolutely on fire as it raked over her face and settled on her lips. He leaned toward her, just the littlest bit, and her heart lurched into her throat. She was suddenly sure he was going to kiss her. And, oh, God, she wanted him to. She should push him away, say no, but she didn’t know how to say no to him, never had, and especially not with five years of suppressed need roaring through her. She licked her lips, her breath catching, her mouth hungry for a taste . . .

Meow.

Lucy wound her body around Alexa’s legs, and Alexa jumped back, breaking the spell that had wrapped around them. God, what was she thinking? Needing a shield, Alexa scooped the hairless cat into her arms and hugged her tight.

Mav eyeballed the cat and made a face. “What the hell is that?” he asked, more than a little amusement in his voice. He stepped back from her, like maybe he needed the space from whatever had just happened between them.

“It’s Lucy,” Alexa said, kissing her soft head.

“But . . . what is it? Or . . . happened to it?”

Alexa rolled her eyes. So her cat was bald. And had wrinkly skin. And was wearing an argyle sweater. And had the world’s disproportionately biggest ears. “It’s a sphynx cat. They’re hairless. And they’re awesome. Coolest cat you will ever know.”

“It’s really—”

“Don’t you dare say she’s ugly.” Alexa nailed him with a stare. The house she’d grown up in had been so cluttered and filthy that Alexa had developed terrible allergies and asthma, so hairless cats were the only kind she could have. She’d adopted Lucy from an animal shelter less than a month after Tyler died.

Maverick chuffed out a small laugh. “So ugly she’s cute?”

Shaking her head, Alexa held back the smile that threatened. “I suppose that’s acceptable. Just.”

Giving Alexa a wink, Maverick held out his hand to the cat’s nose. Alexa braced for Lucy to freak out and bolt, but though her little muscles did tense, she merely sniffed at Maverick and then turned away.

Whoa. Grant couldn’t get within ten feet of Lucy. “Wow, she likes you.”

“Of course she likes me. I’m awesome.” He folded his arms, his expression full of challenge and humor.

Joking around with him felt all too comfortable, easy, relaxed. Which was really, really not good.

Alexa gave Lucy another kiss and turned away. Maverick needed to go—and he needed to stay gone—so that whatever had just nearly happened between them didn’t happen again. “Well, thanks for your help,” she said. “I’ll walk you out.” In the foyer, she dropped Lucy to the floor and opened the door.

All the easy affability faded from Maverick’s expression, and the hard-ass biker was back in its place. “I’m worried about you, Alexa.”

She ignored the pang in her chest caused by his concern. “There’s no reason to be.”

“Think Tyler would agree with that?” Maverick’s gaze was filled with as much skepticism as his tone.

“Tyler would believe me,” she said, knowing deep down that her brother would’ve flipped his shit if he’d seen her face. But he wasn’t here now, was he? And she had responsibilities she had to take care of on her own. Still, Maverick’s question set off an ache inside her—an ache for what used to be, and maybe even for what might’ve been. “Because I’m good. No, I’m great.”

She would have to do better if she was going to keep Maverick from coming around.

Her stomach knotted as words came to mind, and then she let them fly. “But if you hang around and Grant finds out, you’re going to mess things up for me. So please, don’t come here again. I made a mistake coming to you last week, and I’m sorry. It won’t happen again either.”

Now Maverick’s expression was rankly pissed off. He stared at her a long moment, like he was debating how to respond. “Fine,” he finally said, his voice like it had been scoured with sandpaper. “Have a good life, Alexa. Hope it’s what you really want.” He wrenched open the door and stalked out.

The silence seemed loud all around her. She quietly closed and locked the door, then turned and leaned her back against it. “Me, too, Maverick. Me, too.”





CHAPTER 3

Sitting under the blue tent, his brothers gathered all around, Maverick couldn’t hear the pastor’s words. Mav’s head was too full of churn and burn. Over the loss of one of their own. Over the attack on his club just last week. Over confronting Alexa an hour before. Damnit, why had he gone over there when coming to this funeral already had him so torn up?

You know why. Something’s not right. She’s not safe.

The bruises she’d had—that she still had—proved that. Whether she wanted to admit it or not. And he couldn’t let it go, not when he might be able to do something about it.

Heaving a deep breath, he stared at the flower-draped casket and hoped this was the last funeral he and his brothers had to attend for a long damn time. This loss hit him and everyone in the Raven Riders Motorcycle Club particularly hard—because it had happened on their own turf. Inside their own clubhouse. And the victim—prospective member Jeb Fowler—had been too young and too good to get taken out in cold blood.

The proof of Jeb’s goodness was sitting right beside Maverick. Bunny McKeon, Maverick’s mother, whose face still bore the bruises and scratches from where she’d been struck and her mouth duct-taped. But she was alive because Jeb had taken the bullet intended for her when a group of low-life criminals had broken into the clubhouse looking for something—or someone—that wasn’t theirs.

Mav’s gaze slid over to his right, where the club’s president, Dare Kenyon, sat with his girlfriend, Haven. Three days out of the hospital, Dare’s face was pale, and dark circles ringed his eyes. He’d been shot twice in the same attack that had hurt Bunny and killed Jeb. An attack by Haven’s abusive father meant to kidnap her and force her back under his control by whatever means necessary. An attack that had ultimately failed, despite the losses the Ravens had sustained.

It all could’ve been so much worse.

A sentiment that had his thoughts returning to Alexa. Last week it had been a few bruises, a busted lip. What would happen the next time her bastard of a fiancé “took care” of her? That very question was why Mav had been shadowing her ever since she’d shown up bloodied and frightened at the clubhouse. Which was how he’d known she’d locked herself out. Seeing her looking so defeated had reached inside his chest and hauled him to her side. And seeing her cry made him not care that he’d just blown his cover. He couldn’t have stayed away at that point if he’d tried.

The service concluded and people around Maverick rose to their feet. Despite the evening hour, the June air hung humid and gray. Almost oppressive. The weight of it was fitting. It was as if their collective grief had taken on a physical form.

Maverick held out his hand to Bunny. With her white-blond hair and dark blue eyes, she was still as pretty as she’d ever been. And every bit as feisty. Well, usually.

Accepting his help, she gave him a sad smile and rose. Her husband, Rodeo McKeon, steadied her from her other side.

“Thanks, Maverick,” she said, stepping toward the casket. She pulled a long-stem red rose out of the arrangement and brought it to her nose. A moment later, she laid it on top of the lid by itself, her hand resting there for a moment.

When she turned away, her lips trembled, and when she made eye contact with Maverick, her whole expression crumpled.

Maverick pulled her into his arms, her tears like ice in his veins. “It’s gonna be okay, Mom,” he said, uttering a name for her he hadn’t used regularly in years. Everybody called his mother Bunny, and somewhere along the way it had stuck for him, too.

From behind her, Rodeo rubbed her back. Mav met the older man’s gaze and saw reflected at him the same pain and regret Maverick felt. Normally, Bunny was the youngest sixty-something you’d ever meet, but the attack and Jeb’s death had left her fragile. And Maverick fucking hated it. Not because he thought her shakiness wasn’t warranted, but because it reminded him of another time. When Bunny’s first husband—Maverick’s father—had finally beaten her so badly she ended up in the hospital for days.

That had been seventeen years before when Maverick had just been a kid in high school, but not a day had gone by when he hadn’t blamed himself for not realizing what was going on, not being there, not protecting her. Oh, I just fell, hon. I just tripped/bumped my head/slipped in the shower. He’d believed every lie, swallowed every excuse.

And damn if Alexa wasn’t giving him déjà vu.

Sonofabitch.

Maverick’s gaze slid over Rodeo’s shoulder to the casket. I will find a way to avenge you, Jeb. And you can believe I’ll never forget.

“I’m okay,” Bunny said, wiping at her cheeks. She patted his chest. “Thanks, hon.”

Rodeo gave Mav a nod that said he had her, and Maverick didn’t doubt it. Not only was Rodeo one of his brothers in the Raven Riders, he was also the best thing to ever happen to Bunny.

“Are you coming to the clubhouse?” Maverick asked, trying like hell to keep the rage out of his voice. Bunny hadn’t been back since the attack the week before, which was totally unlike her. Normally, she spent part of every day there, often cooking one or more meals for whichever Ravens happened to be around or drop by.

“Yeah,” she said. “We’ll see you there.”

“Okay,” he said. With a last look at Jeb’s casket, Maverick turned for the drive that wound through the rolling hills of the cemetery. Motorcycles formed an unbroken wall of steel and chrome almost forty deep. The whole club had turned out to pay its respects. As it should be when a brother took his last ride.

As vice president, Maverick’s bike was at the front. Normally, he’d be riding third position behind Road Captain Phoenix Creed and Dare, but the gunshots to Dare’s side and arm meant that he’d only be driving four-wheel vehicles for the immediate future. So Maverick was second in line. Still standing, he brought the bike to life on a low growl. One by one, all the Ravens’ bikes rumbled until the cemetery nearly vibrated with the sound. Turning to the brother beside him, Maverick waited for Phoenix’s command.

Like the black bands they wore on their arms—made of thin strips torn from a couple of Jeb’s Harley T-shirts—they had traditions they honored when one of their own died.

A few years younger than Maverick’s almost thirty-five, Phoenix normally wore a mischievous, good-humored expression. Not today. Not when they were burying one of Phoenix’s closest friends just a month after Phoenix had buried his cousin, too. Their road captain had taken a beating the past few weeks, and it showed in Phoenix’s unusual frown and his lack of joking around.

When everyone else had started their engines, Phoenix finally started his own. Then he turned his throttle and revved his engine until it roared.

Every biker except one joined in.

Roar, roar, roar, roar, roar.

The five thunderous revs lodged a knot in Maverick’s throat. Because the Last Rev was meant to alert heaven that a biker was on his way home.

And then all the bikes quieted to a low idle—except one. The one that had remained silent before now roared out. Ike Young, the Tail Gunner of the procession, revved his engine five times, as if Jeb was answering the club’s call and saying his good-byes. One last time.

When the Last Rev ended, everyone mounted their bikes and the procession got underway.

Quietly and slowly, they made their way home—back to the Ravens’ compound on the outskirts of Frederick, Maryland. Maverick knew he had to at least make an appearance at the reception, though his gut had him wanting to head back to Alexa’s. Because instinct said the worst was yet to come, and experience had taught him that abusers didn’t abuse just once.

Her brief reappearance into his life had reminded him of promises he hadn’t been well tending and triggered every one of his protective instincts, not to mention stirring up all kinds of shit inside him he thought he’d boxed up tight.

And as if Maverick hadn’t already been climbing out of his skin with worry over Alexa—whether she wanted him worrying about her or not—Bunny’s attack whipped up all the old guilt inside him and made him need to know that Alexa was okay.

Or, if need be, ensure that she would be okay. Whatever that took.

After all, once, he and Alexa had been tight—not just lovers, but friends. Alexa had gone from the kid sister who clearly worshipped her big brother and his best friend, to the teenager with the smart mouth and the quick wit who loved to keep him and Tyler guessing what she’d get into next, to the ambitious woman who worked two jobs to put herself through school while bearing most of the burden of taking care of her sick mother. She was giving and tough and had always made him laugh and smile—even when shit at home had made that damn difficult. All of that plus the fact that they were together as a couple for three years before it all fell apart, and Maverick couldn’t let what’d happened to her go unaddressed.

Because she was the first and only woman he’d ever loved. The fact that she’d broken up with him and moved on without him? That didn’t matter if her life was on the line.

At the very least, Maverick owed it to Tyler Harmon to take care of his little sister. After all, it wasn’t like Tyler could do that job himself. And Mav had once promised Tyler he’d always look out for Alexa.

But even more than that, Maverick needed to watch out for Alexa because he’d once failed his mother when she’d been in a similar situation, and that failure ate at him a little bit every day, like a slow dripping leak of acid deep inside his veins. Even all these years later.

Then, Maverick had been young and naïve and weak. He hadn’t realized all the kinds of evil that lurked in the world. But that wasn’t him anymore. Now he knew. And he refused to ever make that same mistake again.

“WHAT THE HELL’S the matter with you?” Dare asked as he joined Maverick for a drink.

Maverick had been sitting at the far end of the bar in the Ravens’ clubhouse for the past few hours, in the midst of the party celebrating Jeb’s life but not really a part of it. The driving bass beat of a rock song blared out all around him, and people laughed and joked, but Maverick barely heard anything.

“Nothing,” Mav said, staring down at his whiskey.

“I excel at moody motherfucker, remember? I know it when I see it.” Dare wasn’t just the club president, he was also Maverick’s cousin, though for years they’d been as tight as brothers. Calling each other out on their shit went with the territory.

“The past is a pain in the ass, that’s all,” Maverick said.

“Well, that’s the goddamned truth.” Dare grimaced as he slid onto a bar stool and flagged down Blake for a drink. Jeb had been his best friend, and the prospect served up the whiskey with bleakness in his eyes. Prospects were probationary members who wore the club’s cutoff jackets but without the club’s colors and patch on them—those had to be earned through loyalty and dedication to the club and were a privilege of full membership.

“How you feeling?” Mav asked his cousin when Blake stepped away. Dare was only five days out from multiple gunshot wounds and surgery, but he’d thrown himself back into club business as quickly as he could. It showed in the darker-than-normal rings around his brown eyes.

“I’m feeling like I might kill the next sonofabitch who asks me how I’m feeling.” Dare raked his dark hair back off his face and gave Mav a look.

And Maverick got it. He did. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t going to try to shoulder as much of the burden around here as he could until Dare was on his feet again. Which was why he’d already pushed off the delivery of his current custom bike order by two weeks. He’d offered the customer a twenty percent discount for his inconvenience, and that’d smoothed over any hard feelings. And Mav had enough cred built up in the business to take the hit. “Yeah, well, I won’t ask how you’re feeling if you don’t ask me what bug crawled up my ass.” He smirked and tilted out his glass.

Dare chuffed out a laugh and clinked. “I’ll drink to that.”

The hot bite of the whiskey felt good against the back of Maverick’s throat. A couple more of these and maybe he could convince himself he didn’t care about Alexa Harmon anymore. About the fact that her slick scumbag of a fiancé had hurt her. About the fact that she’d so easily dismissed Maverick earlier. About the fact that his fucking blood had been on fire in her presence. Just like old times.

Exactly. Just like old times, she’d made her choice today. And it wasn’t him. Not that he’d expected anything else.

“I’d like you to call a special meeting of Church as fast as you can get it pulled together,” Dare said, yanking Maverick from his thoughts. Church referred to the club’s monthly membership meetings, though recent crises had them meeting more often than usual. “After the shooting at the track, we need to talk damage control where the races are concerned. And we need a plan to deal with the Iron Cross once and for all.”

Maverick nodded. “Yeah, we do. A plan that involves burning their fucking world to the ground.” Stock-car racing and betting were their biggest businesses, and part of the attack on the club last Friday night had happened at the Green Valley Race Track that they operated on the edge of the Ravens’ huge tract of land. The Iron Cross was an up-and-coming gang in nearby Baltimore that was trying to take over the city in the wake of the recent destruction of what had been Baltimore’s most powerful gang. And it was more than a little likely that they’d had a hand in helping Haven’s father and his men attack the Ravens. That shit couldn’t go unaddressed, despite the fact that the Iron Cross denied being involved.

What the fuck else were they going to say?

“I hear you, Maverick. I only regret that I was laid up in the damn hospital and couldn’t act sooner. We’re not letting this go. Trust me.” Dare’s gaze was ice cold.

“Not your fault, D,” Maverick said.

The expression on his cousin’s face said he didn’t agree.

Maverick cleared his throat. “Since we’re on the same page, I’ll put in a call to Nick Rixey in the morning to see what else he and his men might’ve gathered on the Iron Cross’s involvement.” Nick was the leader of a team of former Army Special Ops guys who were opening a security services firm in the city. The Ravens and Nick’s men had worked together on several occasions now and had become tight allies.

“Good. Do that,” Dare said, throwing back a gulp of whiskey. “Because whether the Iron Cross actually told Haven’s father where she was or not, they tried to blackmail us to keep her whereabouts quiet, and in doing so they risked her life. You threaten one of us, you threaten all of us. That’s all I need to know.”

Maverick nodded, the other man’s words reflecting so much about who the Ravens were and what they stood for—family, brotherhood, loyalty. They didn’t usually go on the offensive, but they sure as hell defended their own. On top of that, Dare had a protective streak a mile wide, one he’d come by painfully when his father had killed his mother and brother twenty-plus years before. Add to that what Mav’s own father had done to Bunny, and it explained why the club was in the business of standing up for people who couldn’t do it for themselves. But Maverick had never seen Dare as fiercely protective as he was of Haven Randall. Then again, Maverick had never seen Dare in a serious relationship before, either.

And Maverick was happy for him. He really was. The guy deserved a little slice of happiness, and after everything she’d been through, so did Haven.

Which had Maverick thinking about Alexa again, and about the fact that she deserved happiness, too. Despite her comfortable circumstances now, Alexa had grown up poor and with a mother who had issues—issues that had gotten worse when Tyler died five years ago. And Maverick felt at least some responsibility for that since Tyler had picked up his love of motorcycles from Maverick. Hell, Tyler had become a prospective member of the club at Maverick’s encouragement.

On some level, Mav couldn’t help but wonder if Alexa blamed him for Tyler’s death. Maverick had always wondered if that hadn’t been part of her reason for dumping his ass. He wouldn’t blame her if she did feel that way, because even if he hadn’t been responsible for Tyler’s death, Maverick had sure as hell played a role in setting that particular chain of events into motion. A rock dropped into his gut as the old guilt dug its claws into his skin.

He was damn near an expert at failing those he cared about, wasn’t he?

“Hey,” Dare said, grimacing as he shifted on the stool. “Did you ever get around to informing Mike Renner that you were sponsoring his prospective membership?”

“Fuck,” Maverick said. “No, but I’ll call him in the morning.” Mike Renner was a Hang-Around, or friend of the club, that the Ravens had approved for prospect status at one of their last meetings. “I know he’s eager.”

“Eager’s good,” Dare said with a smirk.

Chuckling, Maverick nodded. “Yeah.” Prospects had to put up with a lot of bullshit from fully patched members and did a lot of the club’s grunt work. It could be a pain in the ass sometimes, but the process helped determine if the guy was a good fit for the club. And they’d all been there.

Jeb had been a damn good prospect. Everything had rolled right off that guy’s back. He worked hard, showed up, pitched in, and did it all with a good attitude and a fucking smile. He would’ve made a great addition to the club. Maverick looked at Dare as an idea came to mind.

“What?” Dare asked.

“D, we should make Jeb a fully patched member,” Maverick said. “Like, as an honor. In protecting Bunny’s life he more than earned it.”

Dare’s expression was thoughtful, and he nodded. “A posthumous award. That’s a damn good idea, Maverick.”

“Yeah. I have them every once in a while,” he said, though the humor didn’t quite reach his voice. Granting Jeb full membership didn’t make up for much, but it was something, and it would be one more way to make sure Jeb—and what he’d sacrificed—was never forgotten.

“I’ll put it to a vote at the meeting,” Dare said.

“Hey,” Haven said, coming to stand alongside Dare. Though she’d come out of her shell a lot since first arriving at the Ravens’ compound over a month before, she was still soft-spoken and a little shy. But quiet didn’t mean spineless, not by a long shot. Maverick could easily picture her from the night of the attack on the club—crouched over Dare’s unconscious body, gun drawn against anyone else who might try to hurt him. She’d killed her own father to keep him from killing Dare and kidnapping her. She’d already been well liked by the club because she was a fucking amazing cook, but now she was damn near revered.

Dare’s whole demeanor changed as he turned to her. Smiling, he sat up straighter, and then he slid his hand into Haven’s light brown hair and pulled her in for a kiss.

As her arms slid around his cousin’s neck, Maverick found himself needing to look away. Not because he was embarrassed by the display of public affection—that was kinda par for the course around here, especially on party nights. Instead, his discomfort came from the goddamned jealousy slinking through his blood.

Maverick wanted someone who looked at him with the kind of unconditional love he read in Haven’s blue eyes when she looked at Dare. And he wanted the soul-deep solace he could see on Dare’s face when the guy was in Haven’s presence. Maverick wanted to fucking belong to someone. Well, to someone who wanted to belong to him, too. Fact was, someone had owned him for years.

Alexa fucking Harmon.

“Can I ask you a question, Haven?” Maverick said, swirling the last of his whiskey in the bottom of his glass.

“Sure,” she said.

Mav debated exactly what he wanted to ask and finally found the words. “If you thought someone was in trouble, in a relationship that was maybe abusive, but that person told you to keep your nose out of it, would you?” No doubt Haven would realize he was asking about Alexa since Haven had helped clean her up after Alexa had come to the clubhouse last week. Remembering the blood and bruises on Al’s face still made Maverick’s chest hot with rage.

“I can’t speak for everyone,” she finally said. “But sometimes people tell you to stay out of it because they’re afraid of how hard it will be to get out of the situation. Or they’re afraid that having asked for help will get back to the abuser. Or they believe that they’re not worth the risk that helping them might pose to someone else. I know I felt all of those.”

Dare’s jaw ticked as he listened. He slid his arm around Haven’s shoulders, the gesture full of reassurance.

After a moment, Dare’s dark eyes cut his way. “Question is, are you okay backing off if there’s a chance she’s feeling even a little of that?” Dare didn’t need to clarify who he was talking about. Despite how hard Maverick had worked to keep that shit buttoned up, his cousin knew what Maverick felt for Alexa.

And the answer was a total gut check. Absofuckinglutely not.

What the fuck was he doing sitting there? Wallowing. Instead of doing what his instincts had been telling him for over a week to do—protect Alexa. Or, at least, be ready to do so if something else happened. That’s why he’d started surveilling her after she’d left the clubhouse that day, insisting what’d happened had been a misunderstanding but refusing to actually explain what kind of misunderstanding led to a banged-up face.

Maverick pushed away the not-quite-empty glass of whiskey and slid off his stool. He needed to send out a meeting alert to the brotherhood, and then he needed to get his ass to Alexa’s house. He clapped Dare on his good shoulder and pressed a quick kiss to Haven’s temple. “Thank you,” he said to her. She gave him a shy smile as pink filtered into her cheeks.

“Hey, where’s my kiss, asshole?” Dare asked.

Maverick threw a look over his shoulder and flipped Dare the bird, but the approval he saw in the other man’s gaze told him he was doing the right thing.

Because Dare was right—if there was any chance that Alexa was pushing him away out of fear, Maverick couldn’t stay away. She could be pissed at him. Hell, she could hate him. As long as she was safe and sound, he could stand just about anything else.





CHAPTER 4

The air was tense and weighted as everyone filed into the Ravens’ meeting room at seven the next evening for Church. Maverick took the seat next to Dare’s at the head of the long rectangular table. The room had probably been a lounge back during the inn’s heyday, which explained the cabin-like floor-to-ceiling stone fireplace and the exposed wooden beams on the ceiling. The Raven’s logo hung on a carved panel of wood above the mantel.

Ride. Fight. Defend.

Dare banged an old, beat-up gavel against the table and eased into his seat. “I’m calling this meeting of Church to order.” Everyone settled into chairs at the table or along the side walls. They had a decent-sized crowd here today.

Clearly, Maverick wasn’t the only one who wanted revenge for the attack on their people and property.

“Dare, it’s good to see you and Meat here and in one piece,” Bear Lowry said. Maverick nodded in agreement with the Old Timer who also was one of the club’s founders. Bear had served as the secretary/treasurer for years because Dare and Doc trusted him implicitly, not to mention he had a damn good head on his shoulder for investments.

The guys on either side of Meat, whose real name was Craig Miles, clapped him on the shoulder, and he gave a nod. The night of the attack, Haven’s father had shot Meat point-blank in the abdomen to prove that he was serious about his intentions to take out innocents for every ten minutes that passed without the club delivering her up.

And the Iron Cross had been the ones to send that asshole their way.

Dare shifted uncomfortably in his chair, whether from his injuries or his unease at the attention, Maverick didn’t know. Raking a hand through his brown hair, Dare looked down at the table, his brow furrowed. “What we faced at the track that night . . .” He shook his head. “It was unprecedented. And what you did”—he looked up, his dark gaze intense—“what all of you did was above and beyond. It—”

“No, D,” Meat said, looking the club’s president in the eyes. “It was exactly what we should’ve done. Exactly what we should always do. Nothing more.”

The visible emotion on Dare’s face reached inside Maverick’s chest. Because he couldn’t agree with Meat more. Maverick only wished that he could’ve gotten to Dare to shield him from those bullets, or at the very least gotten to Haven before she’d been forced to kill her own father to protect them both. And God knew he wished he could’ve kept his mother from getting hurt. Mav knew that his cousin was shouldering a shitload of guilt over all the people who’d been hurt that night. They were alike that way. Not that Maverick thought any of it was Dare’s fault, because it wasn’t.

Only two groups were to blame. Haven’s father’s crew, who were all either dead or in jail. And the Iron Cross.

Sitting at the far end of the table, Doc nodded. “Meat’s got it right. This is a family. And every man here is your brother. You can always count on us having your back. And that goes for everyone here. That’s what the Raven Riders are about. That’s why we exist.” Frank “Doc” Kenyon was Dare’s grandfather, the club’s founder, and co-owner with Dare of the Ravens’ property, which the older man had inherited decades before. Doc was also Mav’s uncle. With whitish hair and beard that made him a shoo-in for playing Santa for the kids among the club members’ families, Doc was fiercely protective of the club and everyone in it.

So Dare came by that naturally. Mav did, too.

“That’s right,” Maverick said. “Now we focus on getting justice for Jeb and for everyone else who got hurt.” Murmurs of agreement circled the room. And even though his focus needed to be right here on these men, he couldn’t help but think of Alexa. Because she’d been hurt, too. And Maverick hadn’t yet thought of a way to make that right for her. It was eating at him like an itch he couldn’t reach.

“Which brings me to some news from Baltimore,” Dare said, opening the folder of intel Maverick had received from Nick Rixey. “Off the record, Nick shared that the Feds are running some kind of undercover operation targeting Baltimore’s gangs. Ongoing investigations into narcotics and especially heroin. Long story short, in the week since everything went down, the Feds have tightened the noose around the Iron Cross as the primary player in that market, so it’s very possible the Feds are about to take them out all on their own.”

“Well, that’s . . . kinda fucking unsatisfying,” Phoenix said.

“‘Possible’ isn’t good enough for me,” Maverick said. “And letting the Feds do it does nothing for avenging ourselves and defending our reputation.”

“I agree on both counts,” Dare said.

Doc sat forward in his seat. “Given everything this club’s been through the past six weeks, first with the fight over at Hard Ink and then with the attack here, we do not need more good people put in harm’s way.” He’d been leery of getting involved with the Iron Cross in the first place. Well, they all had. Maverick sure knew he’d been. But those motherfuckers hadn’t given them much choice if they didn’t want to make an enemy of a new player in the region. Turned out they had anyway. Which pretty much proved that the road to hell was paved with good intentions. “I get that the Iron Cross is a problem that has to be resolved, but if someone else is willing to do the dirty work, I say we let them.”

“All due respect, Doc,” Maverick said, the anger inside of him hot and thick like the June night outside. “We sit back, even if the Feds do their job here, we pretty much invite every other fucker who wants to make a name for themselves to do it on our backs. They invaded our territory. Attacked our home. Hurt and killed our people.”

“I agree with Maverick,” Caine McKannon said, his ice-blue eyes slicing toward Dare. Low murmurs of agreement rumbled around the room. Wearing a black knit cap over black hair and with black gauges in both his ears, Caine served as the club’s sergeant-at-arms, which put him in charge of rule enforcement. The guy radiated a quiet intensity you didn’t want to cross. Maverick had never heard the guy raise his voice, and could only imagine what kind of pissed off he’d have to be to do so. Of the six men who made up the club’s board of directors—Dare, Maverick, Bear, Phoenix, their Race Captain Jagger Locke, and Caine—Caine was by far the one Maverick knew the least, despite having known him for years.

“So, what are we talking about here?” Phoenix asked, face set into an unusually serious frown.

Considering glances were traded around the table until Dare finally spoke. “Here’s what I suggest. We’re not typically into offensive assaults. But we have to assume that the Iron Cross will keep coming at us, because they made it clear they want to push us around until they push us out as a player in the power dynamics in this area. In my view, going after them would be a defensive preemptive strike.” More murmurs of agreement. “I say we make a statement that hurts them where they live—we attack their clubhouse, clean them out until they’re left with nothing, and then burn their world to the ground. And if that sonofabitch of a leader Dominic gets in the way, so much the better.”

“And how do you think Haven will feel about you doing that?” Doc asked.

Dare’s dark gaze cut to meet his grandfather’s. “This is club business, Doc. But if you really want to know, I told her this was the likely reality. Don’t think for a minute she doesn’t understand our world after the one she grew up in, nor that this is still her father’s mess that needs to be cleaned up. She’d be on the back of a Harley helping us do it if she could. Haven Randall is a hundred percent behind every one of us. Always.”

Maverick surveyed his brothers’ faces and saw the bone-deep respect they held for Haven. By saving Dare’s life, she’d more than earned it.

“So we’re going after property, not bodies,” Phoenix said, eyebrow arched.

“That’s what I’m proposing.” Dare looked from one member to the next. “Discussion?”

“It may not be a long-term solution,” Caine said, eyes narrowed.

The concern echoed Maverick’s own thoughts; then something else occurred to him. “But think about this. If the Feds take out the Iron Cross after we take them down, then maybe it’s the best of both worlds. They’re out of the picture and we protect our rep and make it clear that fucking with us comes at a cost. A big one.”

“Exactly,” Dare said with a nod, his whole face set in a frown. “Anyone else?” When the room remained silent, Dare heaved a deep breath. “Let’s put it to a vote. Raise your hand if you support going after the Iron Cross.” His gaze sliced through each and every one of them, because they all knew he was asking them to cross some lines. But sometimes, that shit couldn’t be helped.

“Goddamnit,” Doc bit out, fisting his hands on the table.

Nearly every other hand went up. Dark satisfaction rolled through Maverick’s gut. Maybe that made him a terrible person. He didn’t know, but so be it. Because he’d seen two good friends shot and hospitalized, another murdered, and his own mother bound and gagged and stuffed in the back of a car. And that was all besides the harm done to the club’s reputation and livelihood.

Dare let the weight of their decision hang in the air for a long moment before he spoke again. “We need to be the ones to do this, but I want the Hard Ink team to help strategize, especially since we’re using intel they collected. We good with that?” Nods all around. Dare placed a call and let the ringing sound out on speakerphone.

Nick’s voice mail answered, and Dare left a message. “Nick, I need your help ASAP. Gimme a call.”

“Fuck, I hate waiting,” Jagger said, his fingers moving in a perpetual progression of invisible guitar chords against the table top. Their race captain was brilliant with his hands—musical instructions, engines, it didn’t matter—and was nearly single-handedly responsible for every good thing that happened down at the racetrack. A big fucking deal since that provided the club’s main income stream.

“Well, we have other business to pass the time,” Dare said. “Maverick came up with something else we can do to honor Jeb. Mav?”

Nodding, Mav glanced around at all his brothers. “I move that we posthumously vote Jeb Fowler in as a fully patched member. He gave his life for my mother, for Rodeo’s wife. He more than earned his place among us.”

The group’s discussion was quick and in full agreement, and then Dare put it to a vote. “All in favor?” Dare asked.

Without a word, Maverick rose to his feet. Then Rodeo did. Then Meat and Bear and all the others until every man in the room stood in honor of their fallen brother. A knot lodged in Mav’s throat—pride that
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